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THE MONTH IN BRIEF 
The Dow Jones Industrial Average gained 2.54% in July as earnings announcements 
and fundamental indicators provided a lift for the blue chips and other stock market 
indices. Hiring and manufacturing data was particularly reassuring. Annualized 
inflation declined once more. Oil, gold, and other marquee commodities advanced 
and so did many Asia-Pacific stock benchmarks. In the real estate market, home 
buyers coped with slim supply and high median prices as mortgage rates crept up. 
Wall Street had another calm month and that suited the bulls. 
 

DOMESTIC ECONOMIC HEALTH  
Monthly job growth again topped the 200,000 mark. The Department of Labor’s 
June employment report showed a gain of 222,000 hires (the most in any month 
since February) with wages up 0.2%, which took the year-over-year increase to 2.5%. 
Almost 5 million more people sought work in June than in May, so that resulted in 
the headline unemployment rate ticking up to 4.4%; the U-6 rate, which includes 
discouraged job seekers and part-time workers, increased 0.2% to 8.6%. 
 

More good news came from the factory sector. At a June mark of 57.8, the Institute 
for Supply Management’s manufacturing purchasing manager jumped an impressive 
3.9 points off its May level. ISM’s service sector PMI nearly matched it, rising half a 
point in June to 57.4. Elsewhere in manufacturing news, federal government data 
showed overall durable goods orders growing by an astonishing 6.5% in June (but 
just 0.2% minus transportation orders). Industrial production was up 0.4% in June; 
manufacturing production, up 0.2%. 
 

Another key indicator also improved – the Conference Board’s globally watched 
consumer confidence index. It climbed 3.8 points in July to a remarkably high 
reading of 121.1. The household sentiment index maintained by the University of 
Michigan (which uses slightly different criteria to gauge confidence) ended June at 
95.1, dipped to 93.1 in its preliminary July reading, then improved a bit to a final July 
mark of 93.4. 
 

By the estimate of the Bureau of Economic Analysis, America’s GDP notably 
increased in the second quarter. In its initial assessment, the BEA put annualized 
economic expansion at 2.6% in Q2, far above the Q1 growth of 1.2% (revised down 
from the prior mark of 1.4%). The second-quarter gain in consumer spending was 
estimated at 2.8%. 
 

Even with that estimation, retail sales figures were hardly inspiring. Both headline 
and core retail sales retreated 0.2% in June. In May, headline sales had declined 
0.1%, while core sales had dipped 0.3%. 
 

One other important economic indicator retreated in June – the Consumer Price 
Index. Its yearly advance was only 1.6%, compared to 1.9% a month before. The core 
CPI was up just 1.7% in 12 months. Unsurprisingly with numbers like these, the 
Federal Reserve decided to leave interest rates alone last month. (The latest Federal 
Open Market Committee statement did note that the central bank would begin to 
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reduce its bond portfolio “relatively soon.”) Inflation pressure on the wholesale side 
was a little stronger – the Producer Price Index was up 2.0% for the year ending in 
June. 
 

GLOBAL ECONOMIC HEALTH 
As the month ended, China’s government reported its economy expanding at a 
yearly pace of 6.9% during the opening two quarters of 2017. The International 
Monetary Fund had forecast 6.7% GDP for that nation, replicating the number from 
the first half of 2016. Speaking of the IMF, it updated its global outlook for emerging 
and developing economies last month, projecting 4.6% growth in 2017 following 
4.3% expansion in 2016. Its global economic growth projections of 3.5% in 2017 and 
3.6% in 2018 went unchanged. 
 

James Knightley, chief international economist at ING, recently remarked that “the 
global economy has been a jumbo jet running on just one engine for the last five [or] 
six years,” that engine being the United States. Increasingly, signs point to Europe’s 
economic engine revving up. Second-quarter Eurozone growth was forecast at 0.6% 
by Eurostat; if that proves true, the region would see its third straight quarterly GDP 
advance of 0.5% or more, something that has not happened since 2007-08. 
Eurozone economic sentiment reached a 10-year peak in July, with consumer 
confidence notably exceeding historical averages. A slight majority of economists 
surveyed by Bloomberg believed there might even be an interest rate hike in August 
– by the Czech National Bank. A minor move, yes, but it could presage a tightening 
cycle on the continent. 
     

WORLD MARKETS 
Outside of our borders, the major July gains occurred in Asia and the emerging 
markets. In fact, the MSCI Emerging Markets index rose 5.48%. Hong Kong’s Hang 
Seng advanced 6.05%; India’s Nifty 50, 5.84%; India’s Sensex, 5.15%; Brazil’s 
Bovespa, 4.13%. Singapore’s Straits Times Index went north 3.19% for the month. 
China’s Shanghai Composite added 2.56%, the MSCI World index rose 2.33%, and 
Mexico’s Bolsa increased 2.24%. Japan Nikkei 225, on the other hand, retreated 
0.54% in July. 
 

For the key European indices, results were mixed. Germany’s DAX pulled back 1.68% 
in July. The FTSE Eurofirst 300 lost 0.45%; the French CAC 40, 0.53%. In contrast, 
there were also some respectable gains. The United Kingdom’s FTSE 100 rose 0.81%, 
Spain’s IBEX 35 advanced 0.55%, and Russia’s Micex added 2.13%. 
                  

COMMODITIES MARKETS  
WTI crude climbed 7.47% for the month to settle at $50.21 on the COMEX on July 
31. It was not the only future to post a major July advance. Three commodities 
achieved double-digit gains: heating oil vaulted 12.34%; unleaded gasoline, 12.07%; 
coffee, 11.20%. 
 

Studying the rest of the field, gold rose 2.35%; silver, 0.72&. Gold finished the month 
at $1,268.60; silver, at $16.82. Platinum was up 0.98%; copper, much more at 6.64%. 
The U.S. Dollar Index declined 2.91%. Looking at ag futures, wheat lost 6.80%, and 
cotton, 0.20%. Corn gained 0.54%; cocoa, 8.78%; soybeans, 5.64%; sugar, 5.04%. 
Natural gas futures fell 3.88%. 
                     

REAL ESTATE 
In June, a shortage of inventory had weighed on existing home sales; a deficiency of 
moderately priced developments had also held new home buying in check. Reports 
from the National Association of Realtors and Census Bureau did not paint a rosy 



picture of the spring buying season – resales fell 1.8% in the sixth month of the year, 
while new home sales rose but 0.8%. One good sign: NAR’s pending home sales 
index advanced 1.5%. 
 

Construction activity reversed its May decline in June. Housing starts improved 8.3%, 
while building permits increased 7.4%. In its May edition, the 20-city composite 
S&P/Case-Shiller home price index maintained its 5.7% year-over-year gain. 
 

Mortgage rates increased in July. In Freddie Mac’s July 27 Primary Mortgage Market 
Survey, interest rates on home loan types stood as follows: 30-year fixed, 3.92%; 15-
year fixed, 3.20%; 5/1-year adjustable, 3.18%. In the June 29 survey, they were like 
so: 30-year FRM, 3.88%; 15-year FRM, 3.17%; 5/1-year ARM, 3.17%. 
       

LOOKING BACK…LOOKING FORWARD  

Once again, the Nasdaq Composite had a great month. It advanced 3.38% in July on 
the way to a month-ending close of 6,348.12. The S&P 500 ended July at 2,470.30 
after a 1.93% rise. The 2.54% July advance of the Dow 30 left it to settle at 21,891.12 
on July 31. July brought a descent for the CBOE VIX, which dropped 7.16% to 10.26 
at month’s end; the Russell 2000 posted a gain of 0.69%, reaching 1,425.14 at the 
July 31 closing bell. Looking at the performance of the consequential U.S. indices, the 
VIX took the month’s biggest plunge. The PHLX Gold/Silver index made the biggest 
ascent, rising 5.62%. 
 
 

% CHANGE Y-T-D 1-YR CHG 5-YR AVG 10-YR AVG 

DJIA +10.77 +18.94 +13.66 +6.57 

NASDAQ +17.93 +22.45 +23.19 +14.93 

S&P 500 +10.34 +13.79 +15.82 +6.97 
REAL YIELD 7/31 RATE 1 YR AGO 5 YRS AGO 10 YRS AGO 

10 YR TIPS 0.48% 0.05% -0.69% 2.44% 
 

  Sources: barchart.com, bigcharts.com, treasury.gov – 7/31/1718,19,20,21
 

Indices are unmanaged, do not incur fees or expenses, and cannot be invested into directly. These returns do not 

include dividends. 10-year TIPS real yield = projected return at maturity given expected inflation. 
 

We have witnessed some remarkable tranquility on Wall Street. Just how calm have 
things been? As July ended, the S&P 500 had not had a 3% decline in almost nine 
months. The CBOE VIX has rarely fallen below 10 in its history, yet most of those 
instances have occurred within the last few months. Institutional investors are 
keeping their cash levels low and their outlooks bullish. The economy keeps 
puttering along, growing decently, if not spectacularly, and showing no signals of a 
recession. So even though we are entering late summer and what is traditionally a 
weak stretch for stocks, August could still provide investors with more upside than 
downside, unless some abrupt, unsettling development corrals the bulls. 
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Before You Claim Social Security 
A few things you may want to think about before filing for benefits. 
 

Whether you want to leave work at 62, 67, or 70, claiming the retirement benefits 
you are entitled to by federal law is no casual decision. You will want to consider a 
few key factors first. 
   

How long do you think you will live? If you have a feeling you will live into your 
nineties, for example, it may be better to claim later. If you start receiving Social 
Security benefits at or after age 67 (Full Retirement Age), your monthly benefit will 
be larger than if you had claimed at 62. If you file for benefits at 67 or later, chances 
are you probably a) worked into your mid-sixties, b) are in fairly good health, c) have 
sizable retirement savings. 



If you sense you might not live into your eighties or you really, really need 
retirement income, then claiming at or close to 62 might make more sense. If you 
have an average lifespan, you will, theoretically, receive the average amount of 
lifetime benefits regardless of when you claim them; the choice comes down to 
more lifetime payments that are smaller or fewer lifetime payments that are larger. 
For the record, Social Security’s actuaries project the average 65-year-old man living 
84.3 years and the average 65-year-old woman living 86.6 years. 
   

Will you keep working? You might not want to work too much, for earning too much 
income can result in your Social Security being withheld or taxed. 
 

Prior to age 66, your benefits may be lessened if your income tops certain limits. In 
2017, if you are 62-65 and receive Social Security, $1 of your benefits will be 
withheld for every $2 that you earn above $16,920. If you receive Social Security and 
turn 66 this year, then $1 of your benefits will be withheld for every $3 that you earn 
above $44,880. 
 

Social Security income may also be taxed above the program’s “combined income” 
threshold. (“Combined income” = adjusted gross income + non-taxable interest + 
50% of Social Security benefits.) Single filers who have combined incomes from 
$25,000-34,000 may have to pay federal income tax up to 50% of their Social 
Security benefits, and that also applies to joint filers with combined incomes of 
$32,000-44,000. Single filers with combined incomes above $34,000 and joint filers 
whose combined incomes surpass $44,000 may have to pay federal income tax on 
up to 85% of their Social Security benefits. 
    

When does your spouse want to file? Timing does matter. For some couples, having 
the lower earning spouse collect first may result in greater lifetime benefits for the 
household. 
 

Finally, how much in benefits might be coming your way? Visit ssa.gov to find out, 
and keep in mind that Social Security calculates your monthly benefit using a 
formula based on your 35 highest-earning years. If you have worked for less than 35 
years, Social Security fills in the “blank years” with zeros. If you have, say, just 33 
years of work experience, working another couple of years might translate to slightly 
higher Social Security income. 
 

Your claiming decision may be one of the major financial decisions of your life. 
Your choices should be evaluated years in advance, with insight from the financial 
professional who has helped you for retirement. 
   

Getting (Mentally) Ready to Retire 
Even those who have saved millions must prepare for a lifestyle adjustment. 
 

A successful retirement is not merely measured in financial terms. Even those who 
retire with small fortunes can face boredom or depression and the fear of drawing 
down their savings too fast. How can new retirees try to calm these worries? 
Two factors may help: a gradual retirement transition and some guidance from a 
financial professional. 
     

An abrupt break from the workplace may be unsettling. As a hypothetical example, 
imagine a well-paid finance manager at an auto dealership whose personal identity 
is closely tied to his job. His best friends are all at the dealership. He retires, and 
suddenly his friends and sense of purpose are absent. He finds that he has no 
compelling reason to leave the house, nothing to look forward to when he gets up in 
the morning. Guess what? He hates being retired. 
 

On the other hand, if he prepares for retirement years in advance of his farewell 



party by exploring an encore career, engaging in varieties of self-employment, or 
volunteering, he can retire with something promising ahead of him. If he broadens 
the scope of his social life, so that he can see friends and family regularly and 
interact with both older and younger people in different settings, his retirement may 
also become more enjoyable. 
 

The interests and needs of a retiree can change with age or as he or she disengages 
from the working world. Retired households may need to adjust their lifestyles in 
response to this evolution. 
   

Practically all retirees have some financial anxiety. It relates to the fact of no longer 
earning a conventional paycheck. You see it in couples who have $60,000 saved for 
retirement; you see it in couples who have $6 million saved for retirement. Their 
retirement strategies are about to be tested, in real time. All that careful planning is 
ready to come to fruition, but there are always unknowns. 
   

Some retirees are afraid to spend. They fear spending too much too soon. With help 
from a financial professional, they can thoughtfully plan a withdrawal rate. 
 

While no retiree wants to squander money, all retirees should realize that their 
retirement savings were accumulated to be spent. Being miserly with retirement 
money contradicts its purpose. The average 65-year-old who retires in 2017 will 
have a retirement lasting approximately 20 years, by the estimation of the Social 
Security Administration. So, why not spend some money now and enjoy retired life? 
 

Broadly speaking, our spending declines as we age. The average U.S. household 
headed by an 80-year-old spends 43% less money than one headed by a 50-year-old. 
 

Retirement challenges people in two ways. The obvious challenge is financial; the 
less obvious challenge is mental. Both tests may be met with sufficient foresight and 
dedication.     

Which Financial Documents Should You Keep On File? 
... and for how long? 
      

You might be surprised how many people have financial documents scattered all 
over the house – on the kitchen table, underneath old newspapers, in the hall closet, 
in the basement. If this describes your financial “filing system,” you may have a 
tough time keeping tabs on your financial life. 
      

Organization will help you, your advisors... and even, your heirs. If you’ve got a 
meeting scheduled with an accountant, financial consultant, mortgage lender, or 
insurance agent, spare yourself a last-minute scavenger hunt. Take an hour or two to 
put things in good order. If nothing else, do it for your heirs. When you pass, they 
will be contending with emotions and won’t want to search through your house for 
this-or-that piece of paper. 
    

One large file cabinet may suffice. You might prefer a few storage boxes or 
stackable units sold at your local big-box retailer. Whatever you choose, here is what 
should go inside: 
 

Investment statements. Organize them by type: IRA statements, 401(k) statements, 
mutual fund statements. The annual statements are the ones that really matter; you 
may decide to forgo filing the quarterlies or monthlies. 
 

In addition, you will want to retain any record of your original investment in a fund 
or in a stock. (This will help you determine capital gains or losses. Your annual 
statement will show you the dividend or capital gains distribution.) 
 

Bank statements. If you have any fear of being audited, keep the last three years’ 



worth of them on file. You may question whether the paper trail has to be that long, 
but under certain circumstances (lawsuit, divorce, past debts), it may be wise to 
keep more than three years of statements on file. 
 

Credit card statements. These are less necessary to have around than many people 
think, but you might want to keep any statements detailing tax-related purchases for 
up to seven years. 
 

Mortgage documents, mortgage statements, and HELOC statements. As a rule, 
keep mortgage statements for the ownership period of any property plus seven 
years. As for your mortgage documents, you may wish to keep them for the 
ownership period of the property plus ten years (though, your county recorder’s 
office likely has copies). 
 

Your annual Social Security benefits statement. Keep the most recent one, as it 
shows your earnings record from the day you started working. Please note, 
however: if you see an error you will want to have your W-2 or tax return for the 
particular year on hand to help Social Security correct it. 
 

Federal and state tax returns. The I.R.S. wants you to hang onto your returns until 
the period of limitations runs out – that is, the time frame in which you can claim a 
credit or refund. Keep three years of federal (and state) tax records on hand and up 
to seven years to be really safe. Tax records pertaining to real property or “real 
assets” should be kept for as long as you own the asset (and for a least seven years 
after you sell, exchange, or liquidate it). 
 

Payroll statements. What if you own a business or are self-employed? Retain your 
payroll statements for seven years or longer, just in case the I.R.S. comes knocking. 
 

Employee benefits statements. Does your company issue these to you annually or 
quarterly? Keep, at least, the most recent year-end statement on file. 
 
Insurances. Life, disability, health, auto, home... you want the policies on file, and 
you want policy information on hand for the life of the policy plus three years. 
 

Medical records and health insurance. The consensus says you should keep these 
documents around for five years after the surgery or the end of treatment. If you 
think you can claim medical expenses on your federal return, keep them for seven 
years. 
 

Warranties. You only need them until they expire. When they expire, toss them. 
 

Utility bills. Do you need to keep these around for more than a month? No, you 
really don’t. Check last month’s statement against this month’s; then, get rid of last 
month’s bill. 
 

If this seems like too much paper to file, buy a sheet-fed scanner. If you want to get 
really sophisticated, you can buy one of these and use it to put financial records on 
your computer. You might want to have the hard copies on file, though, just in case 
your hard drive and/or your flash drive go awry. 
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